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Workplace mistreatment, in the form of both incivility and aggression,
can have a major impact on personal and organizational outcomes. The purpose
of this study was to examine the mental judgments that individuals make before
engaging in either uncivil or aggressive behavior. Data was analyzed in terms of
both the potential costs and the potential benefits that an instigator could expect
from engaging in such behavior, with specific emphasis on gender differences in
cost/benefit expectations. There were no significant gender differences in either
the perceived costs or the perceived benefits of engaging in incivility. The
hypothesis that individuals with a low cost and/or high benefit pattern of
responses of incivility were more likely to report instigating uncivil behaviors
was also unsupported. The limitation of statistical analyses by a violation of the
assumption of equal variances is discussed.
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Gender Differences in Perceived Costs and Benefits of Workplace Mistreatment
Workplace mistreatment can take many forms, and can be categorized in many
ways. Whatever form it takes, however, such actions can have major impacts on personal
and organizational outcomes. As such, understanding the complex motivations involved
in the enactment of such behaviors has recently been a focus of interest and a substantial
amount of research. A study on the rates of incivility indicates that 71% of employees
have reported experiencing some type of incivility in the last five years (Cortina, Magely,
Williams, & Langhout, 2001). For people who have experienced such negative workplace
behaviors, nearly half decreased both time and work effort, while 80% lost work time
worrying about the incident (Porath & Pearson, 2009).
Often both incivility and covert aggression are viewed as normal parts of
interaction in the workplace. They may also be difficult to measure and examine because
they occur so often, are related to and can be explained by numerous other factors, and
may also be discounted or resolved quickly. It is the accumulations of such small
transgressions, however, that can add up to significant organizational and personal issues.
Both aggression and incivility have been shown to have negative effects on everything
from job-related outcomes (Blau & Andersson, 2005; Pearson, Andersson, & Porath,
2000) to chronic mental and physiological problems (Cortina et al., 2001; Merecz,
Drabek, & Moscicka, 2009).
Whether these discourteous acts are labeled as incivility or aggression, they
ultimately involve detrimental personal mistreatment. Researchers, however, often appear
to draw a clean line between incivility and aggression, focusing on each construct in
isolation. Although a majority of the current research focuses on either incivility or
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aggression individually, Lim and Cortina (2005) found that gender harassment, usually
categorized as aggression, correlated strongly with both general incivility and sexualized
harassment. It stands to reason that aggression, especially in covert and indirect forms,
and incivility are likely to co-occur frequently, although most research examines the
causes and effects of these actions individually.
Rather than interpreting incivilities and aggression as two disparate constructs, I
argue, instead, that they represent two modes on a continuum of workplace
mistreatment—sharing a considerable amount of domain overlap—and often the dividing
line between the two constructs is anything but clear to the instigator, the target, or an
outside witness of the behavior.
Because incivility and aggression can cause reactive measures among co-workers,
and because such actions have a significant impact on organizational and personal
outcomes, it is important to study the mental judgments that individuals make before
engaging in such behavior. Often people, whether consciously or unconsciously, evaluate
their own behavior in terms of the possible costs and benefits that the behavior affords.
This may be especially true of deviant behavior, where the social or physical outcomes
could be detrimental to the aggressor. Incivility and covert forms of aggression are safer
practices in that they are often ambiguous, and can be explained by a number of factors
outside of a direct attempt to harm. As such, individuals may see fewer perceived costs
and more perceived benefits for engaging in this type of behavior as opposed to more
overt forms of workplace deviance. The purpose of this study is to examine such
perceived costs and benefits of uncivil or covertly aggressive behavior.
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A second goal of the study is to examine the gender differences that may be
present in the aforementioned cost/benefit analyses. Research has demonstrated that men
are more likely to aggress than women (Bettencourt & Miller, 1996; Eagly & Steffen,
1986) and that men are more likely to instigate workplace incivilities than women
(Cortina et al., 2002; Pearson et al., 2000). This behavior may be due, in part, to men
seeing fewer perceived costs and more perceived benefits associated with the behavior.
The review that follows summarizes the current research on both aggression and
incivility, presenting a context in which covert forms of aggression and incivilities are
often overlapping and indistinguishable constructs. Following that is a discussion on how
the perceived costs and benefits of actions can impact behaviors, and gender’s role in
moderating said relationship.
Covert Aggression and Incivility
Aggression.
Aggression is generally defined as a behavior that is meant to harm another
person (Baron & Neuman, 1996), while workplace aggression is defined as any form of
behavior that is intended to harm either co-workers or an organization in general
(Neuman & Baron, 1998). Forms of workplace aggression vary across a wide range of
variables including the severity of the aggression, the motivation of the aggressor, and the
frequency with which the behavior occurs. Some researchers differentiate between
psychological and physical aggression (Eagly & Steffen, 1986), others categorize
workplace aggression as either overt or covert (Neuman & Baron, 1998), while others
still, differentiate between active and passive forms of aggression (Bushman &
Bartholow, 2010).
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While all standpoints provide a helpful background for understanding aggression
in the workplace, the most useful framework in relation to this study is the one outlined
by Baron, Neuman, and Geddes in 1999. The researchers categorized workplace
aggression into three distinct categories: overt aggression, obstructionism, and
expressions of hostility. Overt aggression includes behaviors that may be normally
associated with workplace violence. Such behaviors include physical assault of coworkers, threats, and vandalism or theft of co-workers’ or organizational property. The
enactment of overt behaviors such as threats and physical violence, however, are rare
because they pose a significant risk for the aggressor; legal action and job loss are often
significant deterrents to this type of aggression. Theft and vandalism, on the other hand,
are overt behaviors that are much more common.
The second category of workplace aggression, obstructionism, involves behaviors
that block productivity and prevent either co-workers or supervisors from achieving
workplace objectives. Examples of behaviors in this category include failing to return
phone calls, not responding to emails, and monopolizing or withholding information or
necessary resources. Obstructionism behaviors may or may not be hidden by the
aggressor and as such overlap significantly with instances and examples of incivility.
The third category of workplace aggression, expressions of hostility, describes
behavior that is often verbal or figurative, and can include either direct or indirect actions.
Examples of direct actions may include verbal assault, negative gestures, and negative
facial expressions, while indirect actions are more covert and include things like
gossiping about and belittling others. Research suggests that the latter, indirect actions,
are common in organizations, and may even be viewed as normal, expected parts of
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workplace interaction (Vandello, Ransom, Hettinger, & Askew, 2009). Such actions, in
addition to examples of obstructionism, overlap significantly with accepted definitions of
uncivil behavior.
Incivility.
Andersson and Pearson (1999) defined workplace incivility as a low intensity,
deviant behavior that has an ambiguous intent to harm the target. Such behaviors run
counter to established workplace norms of respect and consideration for coworkers.
Uncivil behaviors are usually described as being rude and discourteous, and displaying a
noticeable lack of regard for the welfare of others. Incivilities are often defined and
interpreted from the target perspective. That is, discourteous behaviors by others, whether
they were intentional or not, can be interpreted as such by the target. It is the
interpretation of these behaviors that defines instances of workplace incivility (Porath &
Pearson, 2009).
Examples of incivility given by Porath and Pearson (1999) include taking credit
for other’s efforts, checking email or texting during meetings, talking down to others, not
listening, belittling others, withholding information, and avoiding someone. Johnson and
Indvik (2001) also give examples that include not saying good morning, gossiping or
spreading rumors, stealing stationary, and petty selfishness, such as making coffee
without offering it to colleagues. As can be seen, many of the behaviors that define
obstructionism and expressions of hostility overlap significantly with behaviors used to
identify uncivil actions.
The main distinction drawn by researchers between aggression, in terms of
obstructionism and expressions of hostility, and incivility seems to lie in the ambiguous
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or unambiguous intent to harm the target. Lim and Cortina (2005) argue that uncivil
behaviors lack clear intentionality and can be attributed to other factors such as the
instigator’s ignorance, oversight, or personality. For passive forms of aggression,
however, such as “forgetting” to send an important email, it is often difficult to establish
blame—and this is frequently the motivation behind engaging in such acts (Bushman &
Bartholow, 2010). This is just one example of the often blurry line between covert types
of aggression and incivility. Whether the behavior is labeled as uncivil or aggressive, the
ambiguous nature of the attack is a desirable outcome from the aggressor’s perspective,
as the target cannot definitely establish whether the act was intentional or not.
Both incivility and aggression fall under the larger category of workplace deviant
behavior, which is defined as voluntary behavior that violates organizational norms and
threatens the well-being of the organization and it members (i.e., interpersonal deviance;
Robinson & Bennett, 1995). It is important to emphasize, however, that although covert
forms of aggression and incivilities often share significant domain overlap, incivility and
mild forms of aggression are distinct from physical or overt aggression. Low intensity
behaviors may or may not have intent to harm that is ambiguous to a target or observers,
but they are conceptually distinct from more overt, direct forms of aggression.
Contextual Factors of Incivility and Aggression
Antecedents
A wide range of social, situational, and personal factors can give rise to incivility
and covert forms of aggression. Downsizing and the resulting overwork of current
employees are citied as major determinants of uncivil and aggressive behaviors
(Andersson & Pearson, 1999; Johnson & Indvik, 2001). Other factors that may give rise
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to uncivil and aggressive behavior are the increasing diversity of the workforce and the
changing nature of many jobs. Namely, people often find themselves working with vastly
dissimilar coworkers, and, additionally, many jobs now operate at an increased pace—
both of which can lead to increases in levels of stress in the workplace (Neuman &
Baron, 1998). Social determinants involving normative behavior and norm violations
may also spark uncivil or aggressive behaviors in that people may be more likely to be
uncivil to someone that they perceive has violated workplace norms (Brown & Sumner,
2006).
Situational determinants can further impact the expression of covertly aggressive
or uncivil behavior, and organizational climate can either foster or inhibit these actions.
For example, in an organizational climate that tolerates certain discourteous behaviors,
victims may have little means for justice if they are the target or witness to these
behaviors. This can create perceptions of interactional injustice that may result in
increased stress and negative outcomes for the target (Lim & Cortina, 2005), and these
perceptions may also increase the likelihood that an individual will engage in initially
discourteous, or reactionary, behaviors. Moreover, when individuals see that discourteous
behaviors are associated with low costs, they may be more likely to perpetrate them
initially or react to them more directly.
Increased rates of aggression and incivility are also associated with longer work
hours (Andersson & Pearson, 1999; Harvey & Keashly, 2003). Whether this finding is
due to increased potential exposure time, in that there is simply more time and
opportunities for such behavior, is up for discussion. Another potential explanation is that
people who work longer hours may be more fatigued or frustrated due to increased
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exposure to on-the-job stressors, increasing the likelihood that they will act in a
potentially rude, discourteous way. Regardless of whether there is simply increased
opportunity or whether such opportunities are a result of work exhaustion, such behaviors
are likely to create reactive behaviors in others, which can lead to a spiral of incivility or
aggression in the workplace (Andersson & Pearson, 1999).
The occupational status of the aggressor relative to the target can also influence
the likelihood of certain types of aggressive or uncivil behaviors. Conway, Irannejad, and
Ginnopoulous (2005) found that higher-status individuals are perceived as more likely to
use more direct forms of aggression than lower-status individuals, although both higher
and lower-status individuals are perceived as equally likely to engage in indirect types of
aggression. This indicates that while individuals with higher status within organizations
may see fewer costs and more benefits to acting in a more directly aggressive fashion, the
costs and benefits of indirect aggression may be more similar for both low- and highstatus individuals.
In addition to situational or organizational status factors, several personal
determinants have been listed that contribute to aggressive behavior including the Type A
behavior pattern, self-monitoring behavior, and hostile attributional bias (Neuman &
Baron, 1998). Even though both situational factors and individual characteristics
influence the likelihood of aggressive workplace behaviors, overall, situational factors
appear to have a stronger influence than personal determinants (Inness, Barling, &
Turner, 2005).
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Consequences
Research suggests that aggression and incivility in the workplace can lead to a
range of adverse effects, including negative job-related, psychological, and health-related
outcomes. Impaired concentration, reduced productivity, and increased turnover
intentions were all shown to be related to experiencing uncivil behaviors at work
(Pearson et al., 2000). Uncivil behaviors are also negatively related to key facets of job
satisfaction including satisfaction with work itself, satisfaction with supervisors and coworkers, and satisfaction with pay, benefits, and promotions (Blau & Andersson, 2005).
Additionally, incivility and interpersonal conflict have shown positive correlations with
the reporting of counterproductive work behaviors, for both self and peer ratings (Penney
& Spector, 2005), and disengagement from the institution, which resulted in poor overall
job performance (Caza & Cortina, 2007).
Furthermore, incivility and aggression have been associated with increased levels
of psychological distress (Cortina et al., 2001). Direct effects of covertly aggressive
behavior, present immediately after the behaviors, are mostly emotional and include
feelings of irritation, anger, anxiety, depression, and lower self-esteem. Frequent
exposure to uncivil or covertly aggressive behaviors can lead to chronic and serious
psychological and physiological problems including migraines, gastric problems, sleep
disorders, muscle tension, and mood or anxiety disorders (Merecz et al., 2009). Uncivil
conduct also triggers perceptions of social ostracism in the target, so the targets of
incivility are left with the feeling that they do not fit in with the rest of the institution.
These feelings of ostracism can further magnify the direct effects of uncivil and
aggressive actions.
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Incivility has been shown to affect perceptions of injustice, although that effect
depends on the nature of the interaction. For instance, feelings of injustice are more
prominent when a higher-status individual is uncivil to a lower-status employee. While,
on the other hand, lateral or peer-instigated incivility only has a moderate relationship
with perceptions of injustice (Caza & Cortina, 2007). Additional evidence for the
different nature of justice perceptions, which depend on the status of the instigator, was
demonstrated in a 2009 study by Spence Laschinger, Leiter, Day, and Gilin. The
researchers found that supervisor incivility was an important predictor of retention
outcomes, while coworker incivility had a smaller influence on the likelihood that an
employee would remain with the institution. Overall, it appears that the behaviors of
higher-status individuals may have a more direct impact on employee reactions and
perceptions than behaviors instigated by peers and co-workers.
Perceived Costs and Benefits of Behavior
The evaluations and attitudes of individuals play an important role in the
processing of and reaction to workplace events that may trigger uncivil or aggressive
reactionary responses. For example, if a coworker fails to return a phone call, an
individual may write the behavior off as a simple mistake, or he or she may attribute it to
an intentional slight by the coworker. These different mental processes or attributions,
along with previous attitudes toward the target, can lead to different types of reactionary
behaviors; these behaviors, in turn, may either increase or decrease the likelihood that an
individual will enact aggressive or uncivil behaviors (Douglas et al., 2008).
Another fact that may influence the rate or use of uncivil behaviors is a cognitive
evaluation of the potential benefits or expenses of acting in such a manner. Aggressive or
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deviant acts may be preceded by an explicit or implicit cognitive analysis of the costs
and/or benefits that the behavior would afford to the instigator (Rutter & Hine, 2005). For
example, overt aggression can be dangerous socially, in terms of condemnation by others,
and tangibly, in terms of job loss or legal action. Indirect aggression or incivility, on the
other hand, minimizes the aforementioned risks while still being an effective means of
acting out toward the target. Another benefit to less overt forms of aggression is that, in
most cases, the instigator’s intent is often hard to prove.
Effect/Danger Ratio
Bjorkqvist, Osterman, and Lagerspetz (1994) provide a framework for
understanding the type and likelihood of aggressive actions and responses. The
effect/danger ratio is an expression of an instigator’s subjective estimation of the likely
consequences of an aggressive act. The aggressor assesses the relation between a) the
effect of the intended strategy and b) the dangers involved, physical, psychological, or
social, for him/herself, and for people important to him/her. The objective is to find a
technique that will be effective and, at the same time, incur as little danger as possible to
the instigator.
Both men and women use covert and indirect forms of aggression more than overt
forms of aggression because the seemingly ambiguous or indirect actions can camouflage
hostile intentions, and thus the chances of social condemnation or legal actions are
reduced. In terms of the effect/danger ratio, the chances of reaching the intended effect by
means of covert aggression or incivility are relatively good while the exposure to danger
is small (Bjorkqvist et al., 1994). In the workplace, the effect/danger ratio indicates clear
consequences for overt aggression in the form of job loss. While workers, as a whole,
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may be more likely to engage in covert aggression or incivility, there is some evidence
that men and women display different levels, and may even engage in different cognitive
processes, in terms of such behavior.
Gender and Aggression/Incivility
There are strong normative pressures not to engage in overtly aggressive
behaviors at work, and, as such, people may take out frustrations through uncivil and
covert, rather than overt, aggressive actions. Research on both aggression and incivility
suggests that men and women respond differently to portrayals of aggression, and also
tend to display different amounts and types of aggression (Bushman & Bartholow, 2010;
Conway et al., 2005). Studies have shown that men tend to be more likely to engage in
overt aggression while women engage in more covert types of aggression (Bjorkqvist et
al., 1994). Men also report being less guilty or anxious about engaging in such behaviors
(Conway et al., 2005: Eagly & Steffen, 1986).
Meta analyses of the aggression literature have found that, on average, men
aggress more than women in all types of work and social environments (Bettencourt &
Miller, 1996; Eagly & Steffen, 1986). Baron et al. (1999) extended this finding to
workplace aggression, where men are also more likely to instigate aggression than
women. This analysis, however, did not examine the three subtypes of aggression: overt
aggression, obstructionism, and expressions of hostility. In 2005, Rutter and Hine did
focus on the three subtypes, and their study subsequently revealed that men report
engaging in all types of workplace aggression, hostile expressions, obstructionism, and
overt aggression, more frequently than women. In general, findings indicate that men are
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more likely to instigate aggressive behaviors than women, regardless of the environment
or level of intensity measured.
In a similar vein, studies on workplace incivility reveal that uncivil behaviors are
often instigated by superiors, and men are more likely to instigate such behaviors than
women (Cortina et al., 2002; Pearson et al., 2000). However, the gender differences of
the instigator only play a small role, as both men and women are equally likely to be
targets. Thus, the strongest finding is that higher-power individuals are more likely to be
instigators, although gender does have a slight effect in that men are more likely to be
uncivil than women when the power difference between the two individuals is not the
primary determinant of such behavior (Porath & Pearson, 2009).
Gender differences may also exist, not only in the instigation of aggressive or
uncivil behavior, but also in the interpretation of such actions, as men and women
perceive rude, disrespectful behavior differently. Women may be more likely to label
uncivil behaviors as offensive (Montgomery, Kane, & Vance, 2004), although a study by
Bjorkqvist et al. (1994) found that men and women reported similar rates of exposure to
two types of covert aggression: rational-appearing aggression (i.e., reduced opportunities
to express oneself, being interrupted, having one’s work judged in an unjust manner,
being criticized, one’s sense of judgment being questioned) and social manipulation (i.e.,
insulting comments about one’s private life, insinuative negative glances, backbiting,
spreading false rumors, insinuations without direct accusation, not being spoken to, and
do-not-speak-to-me behavior; Bjorkqvist et al., 1994).
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Perceived Costs and Benefits
In summary, two meta-analyses have shown that women and men think
differently about the consequences of acting aggressively. Women believe that aggressive
actions on their part are more likely to harm the target, place them in danger of retaliatory
behavior, and make them feel guilty and anxious (Bettencourt & Miller, 1996; Eagly &
Steffen, 1986). This indicates that the likelihood of aggressive or uncivil behaviors is
cognitively controlled and regulated in terms of the expected consequences of the
behavior. In addition, a study by Rutter and Hine (2005) indicates that men may be more
likely to use aggression strategically to obtain valued outcomes in the workplace, leading
to the conclusion that men may see more perceived benefits for discourteous behavior
relative to women. These findings lead to the hypotheses that:
Hypothesis 1a. Women, relative to men, will see more perceived costs for uncivil
or aggressive behavior
Hypothesis 1b. Women, relative to men, will see less perceived benefits for
uncivil or aggressive behavior.
In a study examining male and female preference for the different subtypes of
aggressive behavior, Rutter and Hine (2005) found that men were more likely to aggress
because they expected greater benefits (and sometimes fewer costs) for acting
aggressively. The greater benefits reported by men for engaging in both obstructionism
and expressions of hostility were associated with higher self-reported rates of using such
behaviors. Because obstructionism and expressions of hostility overlap significantly with
definitions and examples of incivility, these findings lead to the hypothesis that:

14

Hypothesis 2. Individuals with a pattern of low costs/high benefits will indicate
that they are instigators of uncivil actions more than individuals with a pattern of
high cost/low benefit responses.
Method
Participants
Participants in the study were 180 employees from a mental health organization
with locations in multiple states across the south and southwest. An invitation to
participate in the study was extended to all of the employees at the organization;
participation was both voluntary and completely anonymous. The sample consisted of
156 women (average age = 40.7 years) and 24 men (average age = 38.9 years).
Procedure
The information for this study was gathered as part of a larger data collection
process, and responses were collected through a questionnaire, which was offered in both
online and paper-and-pencil formats. A link to the questionnaire on SurveyMonkey was
emailed to all employees, and a link on the company website also led employees directly
to the survey. Additionally, paper-and-pencil copies of the questionnaire were mailed to
the respective organizations. In the local organization, employees were instructed to
return the questionnaire to a locked box on the company premises, while questionnaires
for out of state employees contained an envelope with return postage addressed to the
researchers at the psychology department at Western Kentucky University. The
questionnaires were personally picked up from the local organization by the researchers
after the completion of the data collection period.
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The questionnaire consisted of items assessing demographics, self-reported
engagement in incivilities, and expectancies associated with engaging in workplace
incivility. The introduction to the survey indicated that participation was voluntary,
consent could be withdrawn without penalty, responses and personal details were
confidential, and employers would not have access to individual questionnaires or raw
data. The questionnaire took approximately 30 minutes to complete.
Measures
Workplace incivility was measured with the Uncivil Workplace Behavior
Questionnaire (UWBQ), which can be found in Appendix A. The scale is internally
consistent, with an alpha of .92 (Martin & Hine, 2005). This measure was supplemented
with several additional items from the Overt-Covert Aggression Scale (OCAS;
Kaukiainen et al., 2001). For each of the given instances of incivility, respondents were
asked to indicate the target (Superior, Subordinate, Peer, or Me), the instigator (Superior,
Subordinate, Peer, or Me), and whether they viewed the act as uncivil (Yes or No).
The perceived consequences of engaging in incivility were assessed using a
modified version of Rutter and Hine’s (2005) Workplace Aggression Consequences
Questionnaire (WACQ) which consists of 13 possible costs and 12 possible benefits of
incivility. Modifications simply entailed changing the word “aggression” to “incivility”
without altering any other aspects of the questions. Respondents were asked to rate the
likelihood from 1 (very unlikely) to 7 (very likely) that a particular consequence will
occur if they engage in uncivil behaviors. The scales are available in Appendix B.
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Results
The possible range on the WACQ Perceived Costs Scale was 13 – 91, where
higher scores indicate higher perceived costs to engaging in incivility. There was not a
significant difference between men (M = 58.5, SD = 16.86) and women (M = 60.76, SD
= 16.95) for the perceived costs of engaging in workplace incivility, t(136) = -0.553, p =
.582.
The possible range on the WACQ Perceived Benefits Scale was 12 – 84, where
higher scores indicate higher perceived benefits to encaging in incivility. There was not a
significant difference between men (M = 27.77, SD = 14.13) and women (M = 25.83, SD
= 15.46) for the perceived benefits of engaging in workplace incivility, t(141) = 0.548, p
= .585.
Participants were categorized into a low cost/high benefit group if their responses
on the perceived costs scale were half of a standard deviation below the mean (i.e., they
saw significantly less costs for engaging in uncivil behavior) and if their responses on the
perceived benefits scale were half of a standard deviation above the mean (i.e., they saw
significantly more benefits for engaging in uncivil behavior). Overall, only 13 of the
respondents fell into this category, while the remaining 167 participants were categorized
as a normal cost/benefit group. The analysis revealed that the assumption of equality of
variances was not met, and there was no significant difference between the number of
instigated incivilities for the low cost/high benefit group (M = 2.85, SD = 5.97) as
compared to the normal cost/benefit group (M = 0.94, SD = 2.06), t(12.22) = 1.15, p =
.27.
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In light of the small number of participants falling into the low cost/high benefit
category, a somewhat less stringent standard was applied to subsequent analyses. These
analyses included participants who were (1) low cost/high benefit, (2) low cost, or (3)
high benefit. The resulting category included 55 respondents, although, again, the test
failed to satisfy the assumption of equal variances between the two groups. There was no
significant difference between the number of instigated incivilities for the low cost and/or
high benefit group (M = 1.67, SD = 3.82) as compared to the normal cost/benefit group
(M = .82, SD = 1.70), t(63.65) = 1.60, p = .12.
A number of other analytic options were explored in an attempt to overcome the
limitations posed by the failure to meet the established assumptions. However, due to the
inequalities in both sample sizes and standard deviations between groups, none of these
options was able to adequately meet said standards.
Discussion
Overall, there was no support for the proposed hypothesis of gender differences in
the perceived costs and benefits of engaging in workplace incivility. An obvious issue in
the analysis of gender differences was the small number of male (N = 24) relative to
female (N = 156) respondents. Because the researchers had no access to company-wide
data, it is impossible to judge whether this reflects the actual gender ratio in the
organization, or whether there was a particularly low response rate for men in comparison
to women. In general, the nursing field, which is what constitutes the majority of
respondents from this particular study, tends to be dominated by women. Thus, the
acquired ratio of men to women is not totally unsurprising, but it does limit the
generalizability of the results.
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Another issue is that research in aggression has shown that men are more likely to
have less perceived costs and more perceived benefits for engaging in aggression in the
workplace (Martin & Hine, 2005), and the same was expected to be true of incivility.
However, there are established differences to what constitutes aggressive behavior and
what constitutes uncivil behavior in the workplace. Because incivility is less direct than
aggression, it is possible that women may be more likely to engage in this type of
behavior. In other words, the observed gender differences in aggressive behavior may not
hold when applied to uncivil behavior at work. If this were true, then women may see
fewer costs and more benefits to uncivil behavior in comparison to aggressive behavior.
Future research is needed to address these issues—namely whether the failure to find
gender differences was simply a result of small sample sizes, or whether men and women
are more similar in their assessment and participation in incivility than they are for their
assessment and participation in aggressive behavior.
The hypothesized relationship between an individual’s low cost/high benefit
perception of incivility and the reported number of instigated incivilities in the workplace
was also unsupported. While it was expected that individuals fitting that particular pattern
of responses (i.e., low costs/high benefits) would be relatively small, the unequal cell
sizes limited the strength of the statistical analyses. As mentioned previously, although a
number of other analytical options were explored, none of these options was able to
overcome the barrier of relatively small, unequal cell sizes and large standard deviations.
One point for consideration, however, is that the standard deviations for the
individuals in the low cost and/or high benefit were noticeably larger than the standard
deviations for the normal cost/benefit group. Thus, people with a normal cost/benefit
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pattern are, as expected, not likely to engage in any uncivil actions. On the other hand,
individuals in the low cost and/or high benefit group had a broader range of reported
behaviors of incivility. That is, some individuals in the low cost and/or high benefit group
did not report engaging in uncivil behaviors while others did. In short, it appears that
there are other factors, besides the cognitive appraisal of the perceived costs and benefits
that may impact an individual’s willingness to engage in uncivil behavior.
In addition, the number of reported incivilities was much smaller than the current
research would suggest (Cortina et al., 2001). Of the total respondents, 117 of the 180
respondents claimed to have never instigated any of the given examples of incivility.
Among the remaining 63 respondents who admitted to instigating an uncivil action, the
majority (38) admitted to instigating only one or two types of incivility only once or
twice. Of the remaining respondents, 22 admitted to perpetrating between three and nine
different types of incivilities, while only three admitted to instigating more than ten of the
given behaviors.
There are several possible explanations for the low number of self-reported
instances of instigating uncivil actions. First, incivility is by definition ambiguous. Thus,
employees who engaged in such behavior might have readily made excuses or justified
their own action (e.g., forgetting to email an associate was an “honest” mistake, not an
attempt to be uncivil). Second, social desirability biases may have influenced responses.
In this instance, employees may have been motivated by their desire to exhibit socially
acceptable behavior, as indicated by a lack of honest responding on the survey. This same
bias may have also led employees to indicate that a peer was more likely to be an
instigator than they themselves. In other words, employees may have responded more
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honestly about peers engaging in uncivil behavior (i.e., reporting more instances of peerinitiated incivility) in comparison with their own engagement in uncivil behavior (i.e.,
self-initiated incivility).
Last, a number of employees indicated that incivility was not a problem at the
organization. This observation seems somewhat suspect in light of the current literature
that reports fairly high incident rates for uncivil behavior. Current research indicates that
approximately 71% of employees have reported some experience with workplace
incivility in the previous five years (Cortina et al., 2001). Additionally, the management
at this particular organization specifically identified incivility as a problem among the
workers. Both of these factors indicate that respondents were seemingly reticent to report
or admit to uncivil behaviors, whether self-instigated or instigated by others.
Some characteristics of the health-care field, including increased exposure to
aggression and high stress environments, may have also created potential limitations for
this study. Data shows that health care workers are at an increased risk for aggression
exposure (Spence Laschinger, et al., 2009), and it may be possible that contact with
aggressive or rude clients/patients increases the risk for aggressive or discourteous
behaviors for individuals working in this field. Moreover, work climate, staff shortages,
and other frustrations that are common in the health-care industry may produce tension
and lead to heightened levels of irritation in patients and in workers themselves; while
working evening or night hours and working alone, which are frequent in the health-care
profession, may be another contributing factor to the risk of aggression. In short, the
healthcare field is one wherein employees are more likely to experience both increased
levels of stress and aggression. This, in turn, may impact incivility in that minor
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incivilities may go unnoticed because this type of behavior is more common in “tolerant”
environments. In other words, healthcare employees may fail to notice or be affected by
relatively weak and ambiguous incivilities because they are constantly exposed to
stronger, more direct forms of aggression.
Another potential drawback of this study is that women in the health-care field
tend to fill more subordinate positions, while men fill more supervisory positions. This
may lead to a potential confound because the costs of uncivil or aggressive behavior may
be greater for women based on the fact that they are more often in a subordinate role.
This observation, however, applies only to superior-subordinate incivility, and should not
influence the expected costs and benefits that apply to peer-to-peer instances of incivility.
Also, looked at in a different light, the purpose and definition of uncivil behaviors is that
they are done in such a way that is ambiguous, so it would follow that the perceived costs
of these covert behaviors is not as significant as it would be for performing overtly
aggressive behavior. Thus, although the situation of the instigator relative to the target
may influence the cognitive appraisal of the costs or benefits for engaging in incivility,
the ambiguous nature of incivility would lead to the assumption that this plays a
relatively small role.
Another potential limitation of the study includes the individual characteristics of
participants in this study. There were no control measures for stress or negative
affectivity, although in light of the low number of reported incivilities, the inclusion of
these individual differences would not likely have provided additional insight to the
research question.
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Future Research
The perceived costs and benefits of uncivil behavior have not been addressed
directly; rather they have been examined as part of the framework dealing with covert
forms of aggression. Future research may address the differences in perceived costs and
benefits for covert versus overt types of aggression. Although overt aggression is less
socially acceptable than covert forms, there may be systematic differences in the
perceived costs and benefits between both types. Per commonly held social standards, it
would follow that individuals would have lower perceived costs and higher perceived
benefits for covert aggression relative to overt aggression. This standard may be stricter
for women because they are not expected to display overt aggression at any time,
although there are some instances where it is acceptable, and almost expected, for men to
engage in aggressive behavior (e.g., bar fights or full-contact sports). Granted, these
standards do not necessarily carryover into expected workplace behavior, but when and
how such expectations do translate into work-related expectations is an important area for
study.
The impact of the organizational climate may also impact the perceived costs and
benefits of aggressive or uncivil behaviors (Baron et al., 1999). In a climate that fosters
feelings of interactive injustice, individuals may see greater personal benefits for
engaging in deviant behaviors because it allows them to reconcile their feelings of
injustice with actions that lessen those feelings. As such, research could examine how
organizational climate impacts the thought processes that go into considering and
enacting uncivil or aggressive behaviors.
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Another organizational factor, organizational size, may also influence the
perceived costs and benefits of certain types of behavior (Brown & Sumner, 2006). For
example, in smaller organizations where everyone works closely, the perceived costs of
incivilities may be greater than in larger organizations where people are less familiar with
one another and do not work as closely.
The physical and mental consequences of uncivil behavior are well studied and
well documented in the literature on incivility. However, the antecedents of such
behavior, especially as they relate to cognitive appraisal of uncivil behavior, have not
been addressed. This study attempted to answer the question of whether a cost/benefit
analysis affected the willingness of employees to instigate incivilities, and whether there
were gender differences in the perpetuation of uncivil behavior. Another aim of the
current project was to bridge the gap between research on incivility and research on
aggression. Taken together, both topics can present a clearer picture of the motivations
and consequences of deviant behavior in the workplace.
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APPENDIX A
UNCIVIL WORKPLACE BEHAVIOR QUESTIONNAIRE
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1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

Gossiped behind someone's back
Target:

Superior Subordinate

Peer

Me

Instigator:

Superior Subordinate

Peer

Me

Do you consider the behavior to be
uncivil?

Yes

No

Failed to return important messages
Target:

Superior Subordinate

Peer

Me

Instigator:

Superior Subordinate

Peer

Me

Do you consider the behavior to be
uncivil?

Yes

No

Raised voice in an angry manner while speaking
Target:

Superior Subordinate

Peer

Me

Instigator:

Superior Subordinate

Peer

Me

Do you consider the behavior to be
uncivil?

Yes

No

Used an inappropriate tone when speaking
Target:

Superior Subordinate

Peer

Me

Instigator:

Superior Subordinate

Peer

Me

Do you consider the behavior to be
uncivil?

Yes

No

Used an inappropriate tone when speaking
Target:

Superior Subordinate

Peer

Me

Instigator:

Superior Subordinate

Peer

Me

Do you consider the behavior to be
uncivil?

Yes

No
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6.

7.

8.

9.

Rolled eyes in a derogatory manner
Target:

Superior Subordinate

Peer

Me

Instigator:

Superior Subordinate

Peer

Me

Do you consider the behavior to be
uncivil?

Yes

No

Took object from desk without returning it
Target:

Superior Subordinate

Peer

Me

Instigator:

Superior Subordinate

Peer

Me

Do you consider the behavior to be
uncivil?

Yes

No

Took objects from or out of desk without permission
Target:

Superior Subordinate

Peer

Me

Instigator:

Superior Subordinate

Peer

Me

Do you consider the behavior to be
uncivil?

Yes

No

Purposely interrupted a phone conversation
Target:

Superior Subordinate

Peer

Me

Instigator:

Superior Subordinate

Peer

Me

Do you consider the behavior to be
uncivil?

Yes

No

10. Read communications addressed to others, such as emails or faxes
Target:

Superior Subordinate

Peer

Me

Instigator:

Superior Subordinate

Peer

Me

Do you consider the behavior to be
uncivil?

Yes

No
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Knowingly failed to consult the appropriate person when making a
11. decision
Target:

Superior Subordinate

Peer

Me

Instigator:

Superior Subordinate

Peer

Me

Do you consider the behavior to be
uncivil?

Yes

No

Purposely gave unreasonably short notice when canceling or
12. scheduling important events
Target:

Superior Subordinate

Peer

Me

Instigator:

Superior Subordinate

Peer

Me

Do you consider the behavior to be
uncivil?

Yes

No

13. Purposely failed to inform someone about a required meeting
Target:

Superior Subordinate

Peer

Me

Instigator:

Superior Subordinate

Peer

Me

Do you consider the behavior to be
uncivil?

Yes

No

On purpose, was excessively slow in returning phone messages or e14. mails
Target:

Superior Subordinate

Peer

Me

Instigator:

Superior Subordinate

Peer

Me

Do you consider the behavior to be
uncivil?

Yes

No

15. Failed to transmit information needed by others
Target:

Superior Subordinate

Peer

Me

Instigator:

Superior Subordinate

Peer

Me

Do you consider the behavior to be
uncivil?

Yes

No
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16. Was unreasonably slow in seeing to matters on which someone else
depended on you/them for, without good reason
Target:

Superior Subordinate

Peer

Me

Instigator:

Superior Subordinate

Peer

Me

Do you consider the behavior to be
uncivil?

Yes

No

17. Publicly discussed confidential personal information
Target:

Superior

Subordinate

Peer

Me

Instigator:

Superior

Subordinate

Peer

Me

Yes

No

Do you consider the behavior to be
uncivil?
18. Made snide remarks
Target:

Superior

Subordinate

Peer

Me

Instigator:

Superior

Subordinate

Peer

Me

Yes

No

Do you consider the behavior to be
uncivil?
19. Talked about others behind their back
Target:

Superior

Subordinate

Peer

Me

Instigator:

Superior

Subordinate

Peer

Me

Yes

No

Do you consider the behavior to be
uncivil?
20. Ignored others when they were speaking
Target:

Superior

Subordinate

Peer

Me

Instigator:

Superior

Subordinate

Peer

Me

Yes

No

Do you consider the behavior to be
uncivil?
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21. Left work area when someone entered
Target:

Superior

Subordinate

Peer

Me

Instigator:

Superior

Subordinate

Peer

Me

Yes

No

Do you consider the behavior to be
uncivil?
22. Spread unkind rumors
Target:

Superior

Subordinate

Peer

Me

Instigator:

Superior

Subordinate

Peer

Me

Yes

No

Do you consider the behavior to be
uncivil?
23. Gave someone the "silent treatment"
Target:

Superior

Subordinate

Peer

Me

Instigator:

Superior

Subordinate

Peer

Me

Yes

No

Do you consider the behavior to be
uncivil?

24. Did not stick up for others who were being unfairly criticized

25.

Target:

Superior Subordinate

Peer

Me

Instigator:

Superior Subordinate

Peer

Me

Do you consider the behavior to be
uncivil?

Yes

No

Reduced or increased ones' duties to hamper others' work
Target:

Superior Subordinate

Peer

Me

Instigator:

Superior Subordinate

Peer

Me

Do you consider the behavior to be
uncivil?

Yes

No
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26. Refused to work weekends or overtime when asked
Target:

Superior Subordinate

Peer

Me

Instigator:

Superior Subordinate

Peer

Me

Do you consider the behavior to be
uncivil?

Yes

No

27. Engaged in intentional work slow-downs
Target:

Superior Subordinate

Peer

Me

Instigator:

Superior Subordinate

Peer

Me

Do you consider the behavior to be
uncivil?

Yes

No

28. Abused the rights of others
Target:

Superior Subordinate

Peer

Me

Instigator:

Superior Subordinate

Peer

Me

Do you consider the behavior to be
uncivil?

Yes

No

29. Created problems for coworkers
Target:

Superior Subordinate

Peer

Me

Instigator:

Superior Subordinate

Peer

Me

Do you consider the behavior to be
uncivil?

Yes

No

30. Stopped helping others who have work-related problems
Target:

Superior Subordinate

Peer

Me

Instigator:

Superior Subordinate

Peer

Me

Do you consider the behavior to be
uncivil?

Yes

No
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31. Withheld resources needed for others to perform job
Target:

Superior Subordinate

Peer

Me

Instigator:

Superior Subordinate

Peer

Me

Do you consider the behavior to be
uncivil?

Yes

No

32. Whistle-blew or told others about negative behaviors
Target:

Superior Subordinate

Peer

Me

Instigator:

Superior Subordinate

Peer

Me

Do you consider the behavior to be
uncivil?

Yes

No

33. Did not retract inappropriate comments made
Target:

Superior Subordinate

Peer

Me

Instigator:

Superior Subordinate

Peer

Me

Do you consider the behavior to be
uncivil?

Yes

No

34. Talked back in a negative way
Target:

Superior Subordinate

Peer

Me

Instigator:

Superior Subordinate

Peer

Me

Do you consider the behavior to be
uncivil?

Yes

No

35. Disobeyed direct instructions
Target:

Superior Subordinate

Peer

Me

Instigator:

Superior Subordinate

Peer

Me

Do you consider the behavior to be
uncivil?

Yes

No
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36. Purposely being less productive to hurt others performance
Target:

Superior Subordinate

Peer

Me

Instigator:

Superior Subordinate

Peer

Me

Do you consider the behavior to be
uncivil?

Yes

No

37. Purposely stopped going the "extra mile" at work
Target:

Superior Subordinate

Peer

Me

Instigator:

Superior Subordinate

Peer

Me

Do you consider the behavior to be
uncivil?

Yes

No
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APPENDIX B
WORKPLACE AGGRESSION CONSEQUENCES QUESTIONNAIRE (MODIFIED)
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APPENDIX C
HSRB APPROVAL
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